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Assault on peer review a new threat
On October 17, Sen. Rand Paul
(R-KY) introduced to the Senate U.S.
Committee of Homeland Security
and Governmental Affairs a bill titled
“BASIC Research Act.” This apparent
innocent title covers the real intention of this legislation – an attempt
to defund basic research and make it
subject to partisan politics.
This legislation would change the
way grant proposals are evaluated by
all federal agencies, from the National
Science Foundation (NSF) and the
National Institutes of Health (NIH)
to the National Endowment for the
Humanities (NEH). These and other
federal agencies are the main funders
of scholarly work in higher education in this country. How does Paul
intend to do that? According to the
bill he introduced, these agencies will
be mandated to include in their peerreview panels an “expert” in a field
unrelated to the research proposed
in the grant application in question
who could not have worked at or been
affiliated with a college or university
for 10 years prior to the grant review.
In other words, someone who is not
really connected to higher education.
How an “expert” who has no affiliation to a scholarly institution is to be
located is not explained. The bill will
also mandate the inclusion of a “taxpayer advocate” to the peer-review
panels who would consider “the likely
returns on the research fTo understand
the absurdity of this bill, consider just
two examples. In 1866, an obscure
monk named Gregor Mendel, working
in a monastery in what is today the
Czech Republic, published a paper on
plant hybridization that established
the fundamental laws of genetics, a
science that revolutionized agriculture, animal breeding, medicine, and
many other fields which fundamentally changed for the best the way we live
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today. The importance of his research
was not recognized until the year 1900.
In 1905, an obscure patent officer
in Switzerland named Albert Einstein
published four papers that fundamentally changed the way we understand
the universe, from the conversion of
matter into energy to the law of relativity. It also took years for the scientific community to recognize the
significance of his work.
Now imagine an “expert” without
an affiliation to higher education and
a “tax advocate” evaluating grant proposals in areas that are so specialized
that only a handful of real scholars
can really understand the significance
of the grant proposal even by reading
its title.
So why is a conservative senator
– the type who usually rejects government regulations – is proposing
adding even more? Is it because the
funding of scholarly work is getting
out of control? Not really.
Take the example of the National
Science Foundation. That agency has
an office of the Inspector General,
which investigates waste, fraud, and
abuse of NSF funds, as well as examining allegations of research misconduct. This is on top of a very thorough
peer-review process in which scores
of real experts weigh in the quality
of the proposal, its impact to society,
adequateness of its budget, and many
other factors. In fact, last year only
24 percent of the proposals to that
agency were funded and virtually all
of them were asked to make important
changes in order not only to improve

the studies scientific merits, but also
their requested budgets.
All of us who have ever served on
an NSF panel know how thorough
the process is, and that only a small
fraction of proposals submitted for
the first time are funded. Not only
that, but larger, multi-million dollar
proposals are even more thoroughly
vetted by several panels and include
site inspection visits.
Yet, Paul’s bill intends to eliminate
the office of the Inspector General at
the NSF and transfer its authority (as
well as its budget and staff) to a new
“Office of the Inspector General and
Taxpayer Advocate for Research.” The
mission of this new office? To comb
through NSF’s portfolio of top-rated
proposals and chose a “random” sample to determine “if the research will
deliver value to the taxpayer.” The
office would also have veto power.
That is, no proposal that it finds wanting could be funded by NSF.
The arguments used by Paul to push
his proposed bill are phony. In a hearing on the legislation last month titled,
“Broken Beakers: Federal Support for
Research,” Paul cited studies previously identified by Republican colleagues as “silly science,” such as
“shrimp on a treadmill.” Actually, the
shrimp study in question is part of a
study that looks at how the immune
systems of shrimp respond to global
warming and pollution, two ideas
that many conservative politicians are
allergic to. Given that a good portion
of what we eat comes from aquatic
organisms, this research would benefit food consumption and human
health. Further, the cost of the treadmill is only $50.
Paul asked during the hearing,
“How does this happen? More accurately, how does it continue to happen?” He blamed a “publish or per-

ish” mind-set in academe. He also
blamed NSF policies that allow the
investigators submitting the grant proposals to recommend reviewers. Yet,
the agency can (and does) reject many
of these recommendations. Not only
that, but the NIH does not even offer
that option to the researchers submitting a grant proposal while having a
second peer-review tier, known as the
advisory committee review, determining the value of a proposal to the mission of NIH. The advisory committee
includes both scientific experts and
members of the public.
So far, Paul’s bill has been referred
to committee but has not advanced
further. Sen. James Lankford (R–OK),
chairman of the full Senate committee on government oversight, used
a more restrained tone in critiquing
current practices at federal research
agencies. He acknowledged that the
government has a role to play in supporting science, yet voiced concerns
about whether there is a level playing
field. On the other hand, the ranking
Democrat on the panel, Sen. Gary
Peters (D–MI), defended both the way
government funds research and the
value of that research.
The problem is that given what has
been going on in this the country for
the last year, anything seems possible.
There is no question that this is a clear
attempt to inject partisan politics into
the main venue by which scholarly
work is supported in this country, a
country what used to be the model for
the world on how research in higher
education was supported and how it
benefitted society.
Dr. Aldemaro Romero Jr. is a writer and
college professor with leadership experience in higher education. He can be contacted through his website at: http://www.
aromerojr.net
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His title of Float Director, he says, reflects his
passion for an experience many know next to
nothing about.
“The thing is, we’re caught up in this world
doing things and we don’t realize when we’re
getting off track,” he said. “When you float,
it’s like you’re actually able to lie down for a
moment and have a conversation with yourself.
You go in there and you recognize what you’re
thinking, and you’re able to separate yourself
from your thoughts. It’s like you’re able to step
back and lighten your load. It’s kind of like a
retreat.”
Float Edwardsville is financed by Jeff Beck,
president of American Home Lending, in
Edwardsville.
For now, there is only one float room although
more would likely be added as the business
grows. But the room itself – commonly referred
to as a sensory deprivation room - is one of the
largest in the country, Murphy says.
Customers enter a darkened, sound-proofed
room and step over a ledge and into water 10.5
inches deep, filled with 1,450 pounds of synthetically manufactured magnesium sulfate, or
Epsom salt. Small LED lights from below give
the water a soft blue hue.
Customers can choose to float “in the dark
heavens,” or “in the clouds.”
“I kind of like that one,” Murphy says of the
clouds option, “because when you’re floating on your back you can look up and imagine
yourself floating around like a cherub.”
Customers pay $55 to float for 60 minutes, or
$70 for 90 minutes.
Some floaters in St. Louis, Murphy says, have
floated as long as eight hours at a time.
The benefits are psychological and physiological. Among the benefits touted on the Float
Edwardsville website are lower blood pressure,
a decreased heart rate, fresh skin and hair, and
a profound sense of calm, and reduced inflammation.
Several professional sports teams have had
their own float tanks built. The New England
Patriots, for instance, have two in their locker room; quarterback Tom Brady has had one
installed in his home.
The U.S. Navy uses float tanks to more quickly help SEALS learn a foreign language. Sensory deprivation tanks have also been shown to
be help veterans with PTSD. There is no cure for
PTSD, Murphy said, but there are treatments
available that can help.
“For people who are going through any form
of trauma, this is incredibly good for them,”
Murphy said.
Murphy says he first heard of the benefits of
floating from Joe Rogan, a mixed martial arts
fighter who over the years has hosted several
Internet television shows and podcasts. Rogan
touted the benefits of sensory deprivation and
the use of isolation tanks as an effective way
to train the mind and achieve higher levels of
consciousness.
More information about Float Edwardsville
can be found at www.floatedwardsville.com or
by calling (618) 307-9888.
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Its success has spurred the
creation of three more watershed plans in Madison County
and a fourth in St. Clair County.
HeartLands
Conservancy
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The George Rogers Clark Chapter, Illinois Society, Sons of the American Revolution conducted the
SAR Annual Flag Award Ceremony on Nov. 30 in the Madison County Courthouse.
remember our past and improve
upon the future. Thank you for flying the American flag.”
Dick Alford graduated from
Alton
High School in 1965. He
ContinuedfromPage1
attended college but quit after two
years and was drafted into the
Dick and Chris Alford were
Army. Alford was sent to fight in
among those honored Thursday
morning at the 21st Annual Award Vietnam, serving for two years.
Fourteen years ago, Alford
Ceremony, held at the Madison
began
placing flags on the light
County Courthouse. Each year
poles along Henry Street in Alton.
the ceremony alternates between
Twenty-nine flags in all, he said
honoring residents in the northern
after the ceremony. ”We start that
and southern portions of Madison
on Memorial Day and they fly
County, and this year they honuntil Veterans Day. On Veterans
ored the Alfords and a dozen other
Day we take them down.”
residents who live in the northern
About 35 people attended
part.
Thursday’s ceremony, includThe ceremony is hosted by the
ing Chief Judge David Hylla and
General George Rogers Clark
circuit judges Sarah Smith, Kyle
Chapter of the Illinois Society of
Napp, Bill Mudge, Phillip Alfeld
Sons of the American Revolution.
and Steve Stobbs.
“We thank you for your parThe objectives of the group are
ticipation and for your display of
patriotic, historical and educaAmerican patriotism,” said David
tional. Their activities include
File, this year’s SAR Flag Award
perpetuating the memory of the
Chairman. “By proudly displayRevolutionary Patriots, promoting
ing the American flag, you serve
fellowship among descendants,
two intentions. Initially, people are and inspiring reverence for the
reminded that it’s an honor and
principles of government and
a sacrifice made by so many men
patriotism.
and women in the past 242 years,
SAR Chaplain Lloyd Schwarz,
for our current freedom. Secondly, who has attended each of the 21
people are reminded of the respon- ceremonies, gave the invocation
sibility that comes with being an
and spoke briefly about SAR’s hisAmerican and living under this
tory. When the Revolutionary War
great symbol. So it is helping us to began, Americans began not just
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Project Manager Janet Buchanan
said planning on a large scale is
important.
“Planning at a watershed
scale is so important when we’re
trying to address drainage and
water quality issues,” She said.
“With this plan we were able
to use mapping and outreach
– science and conservation – to
understand how upstream land-

scapes are affecting areas downstream.”
The data, strategies and findings in the watershed plan are
already translating into action
with the Illinois Environmental
Protection Agency’s award of
more than $570,000 to HeartLands Conservancy to fund
projects that implement the
plan’s recommendations. Heart-

fighting for their lives but fighting to preserve the nation itself,
he said. “They gave us this great
wonderful country where we feed
not only ourselves but people
around the world,” Schwarz said.
“And we’ve led the world in manufacturing, but the most important
thing is that they gave us freedom.
Freedom is worth fighting for, and
that’s the only way you get it.”
In addition to the Alfords, SAR
recognized the following flag
award recipients:
• Brian and Rhonda Rhoads,
Godfrey Township;
• Bradford and Peggy Wagner,
Foster Township;
• David and Jennifer Haney,
Moro Township;
• John Bates, Omphghent Township;
• Gary and Karen Crosslin, Olive
Township;
• Timothy and Michelle Ingram,
New Douglas Township;
• Steve and Bonnie Haegerle,
Alton Township;
• F. Alan and Sharry Shook,
Wood River Townships;
• Ron and Joan Borgmann, Fort
Russell Township;
• Bud and Jennifer Sparks,
Hamel Township;
• Christopher Larson, Alhambra
Township;
• John and Pamela Grindstaff,
Leek Township.

Lands works closely with landowners and municipalities in
the watershed to install these
projects, using the grant funds
as a cost share.
The watershed encompasses
roughly 120,000 acres of land
with an estimated population of
more than 26,000 people. While
most of the land located within
the watershed is agricultural,

portions of Edwardsville, Glen
Carbon and Maryville are part
of the Sliver Creek drainage.
Madison County and HeartLands Conservancy thanked
the many partners involved in
the project including Midwest
Streams, the Madison County
Soil and Water Conservation
District, the National Research
and Education Center.

